Pennsylvania
Involving the Community in Reducing Overweight

Challenge

A 2002 study conducted by the Pennsylvania Department of Health showed that 35% of a
large statewide sample of eighth graders were at risk for being overweight or already
were overweight. Recognizing that a significant percentage of students could be at risk
for heart disease, diabetes, and other chronic conditions associated with overweight, the
Pennsylvania Department of Health decided to update its longstanding growth screening
program to more effectively measure students’ growth patterns and their risk for
overweight.

Response

In fall 2003, the Department of Health conducted a pilot of this updated growth screening
program in 10 public and private schools, based on anthropometric measurements
collected by school nurses using CDC’s 2000 growth reference. These pilot schools
represented urban, suburban, and rural districts as well as various grade and enrollment
levels. Each school nurse used an updated program manual and one of three tools to
determine BMI: 1) a table from CDC (Calculated BMI Values for Selected Heights and
Weights for Ages 2 to 20 Years), 2) a BMI wheel, or 3) one of two computer programs
including NutStat, a part of the Epi Info public-domain software package. Newly revised
gender-appropriate growth charts from CDC were provided for plotting BMI-for-age
percentiles. Nurses also received a sample letter they could use to inform parents of
screening results.
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Results

The pilot screening program found that 38% of students tested were overweight or at risk
of becoming overweight, which confirmed that overweight is a serious problem for the
school-age population. In September 2004, the Department of Health announced that the
revised growth-screening program would be implemented statewide. The revised
procedures were voluntary for school year 2004-2005. Mandatory implementation began
in 2005-2006 for grades K-4 and will expand to three additional grades each year until
all 12 grades are included. Each school district and charter school will receive materials
that provide guidance on proper height and weight measurement, calculation and plotting
of BMI, and how to notify parents or guardians of screening results. This new screening
procedure will help educate children and their parents about the risks of being overweight
and bolster other initiatives promoting active lifestyles and healthful food choices.

To prepare communities for the impact of the updated screening program, the
Department of Health and the Pennsylvania Advocates for Nutrition and Physical



Activity (PANA) are providing information, technical assistance, and training to
educators, health care providers, and other community actors statewide.

What Else is Pennsylvania Doing to Address Overweight and Obesity?

--Developed the Keystone Color Me Healthy program for preschool-age children, a collaboration
between the state Department of Education and PANA that offers age-appropriate educational
curriculum to child care centers, Family Literacy sites, and Head Start programs throughout the
state, showing children, parents, teachers, and caregivers the importance of healthful eating and
physical activity.

--Enrolled more than 1,100 schools in PANA's Keystone Healthy Zone School Program in 2005, up
from 900 the year before. Many of these schools have instituted food and beverage policies, and
have explored ways to make physical activity safer and more accessible.

For more information, e-mail Serina Gaston, director of the Division of Nutrition and Physical Activity
in the Pennsylvania Department of Health (sgaston@state.pa.us).
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